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Field Notes:

October 14, 2002

A new kind of conservation program…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint
Area Specialized Agent – Agronomy
Mississippi State University Extension Service
The 1985 Farm Bill brought about a big change in the nation’s agricultural conservation
policy. Not since the Soil Conservation and Domestic Allotment Act of 1935, the law that
created the Soil Conservation Service and eventually led to the establishment of conservation
districts, had Congress set forth such a broad conservation policy for farms and ranches. For the
first time, farmers were required to develop and implement conservation plans to protect highly
erodible cropland if they wanted to receive USDA farm benefits. In addition to"conservation
compliance" and "swampbuster" provisions, the act established the Conservation Reserve
Program (CRP), which provided producers with annual payments to retire highly erodible and
other sensitive lands from production and establish cover on them.
In the 17 years since those provisions were enacted, two more Farm Bills have fine-tuned
these two provisions and added a number of new incentive-based initiatives to encourage
producers to put more conservation on the land. The recently completed 2002 Farm Bill is
another milestone for conservation in the Farm Bill.
Not only does the six-year Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 extend the
existing conservation programs and add several new ones, it increases funding for those
programs through the Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) by 80 percent over current levels. It
also includes separate forestry and energy titles, both with conservation components.
Previous farm bills have in many ways encouraged the removal of land from active
agricultural use. This has greatly changed formerly agricultural regions of the nation. This is
especially true of the hill sections of Mississippi and other Southern states. Finally, the latest
farm bill has included major programs to benefit active producers in their efforts to improve their
properties while continuing to farm.
The 2002 Farm Bill establishes a new Conservation Security Program (CSP) to be carried
out through the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and funded through the CCC.
The purpose of the CSP is to provide incentive payments to producers who adopt and/or
maintain conservation practices on private working lands. Eligibility for the program includes all
producers and all agricultural lands, including specified areas of forestland associated with
farming and ranching operations. Producers may choose from one of three tiers of conservation
practices and systems, with the more complex and comprehensive tiers receiving higher
incentive payments, with CSP contracts lasting from five to ten years. Contract payments will be
based on five, ten, and fifteen percent of a national rental rate per acre. At this time information
on these rates is not available. Maximum annual payments for Tiers I, II and III are $20,000,

$35,000 and $45,000, respectively. In addition to incentive payments, producers will receive
cost-share assistance to install practices, annual practice maintenance fees and potentially a
"Secretary’s" bonus to encourage participation in the program.
Finally, active farmers will have a better chance to receive incentive payments for
improving lands that are actively farmed. Much of the agricultural land in the hills has already
been converted to programs like CRP as a result of several factors including poor prices for
agricultural commodities. Hopefully this “shot in the arm” will help our remaining producers
improve their land and remain profitable in agriculture.
Currently, almost everyone concerned with the new farm bill is working toward updading
bases and yields, a very complicated process that will likely require all winter. When this
monumental task has been completed, more emphasis will be placed on implementing other
portions of the new bill, including Title 2 which deals with conservation. I would suggest that
anyone interested in these new provisions begin to study these portions in order to be prepared
when the time comes.

